Will the 2017 Kenyan Elections Challenge Orthodoxy?
In recent times elections have produced both unpredictable and unprecedented results that have dumbfounded pollsters, experts as well as the public. In the aftermath of the election of Donald Trump, the Brexit referendum, and most recently the UK general election, there is now a great deal of uncertainty about the reliability of polls. The Kenyan elections that will be held on 8 August 2017 will need to be evaluated against this backdrop. Recently, the Press reported that President Uhuru Kenyatta, the son of Kenya's founding father President, Jomo Kenyatta, had hired the same company that has been reputed to positively influence the outcome of both the US elections and Brexit. The main arena of focus for this firm, Cambridge Analytica, is data mining and effectively utilising social media to influence voters. Kenyatta has clearly learnt that this election will be fought on a number of fronts, especially through social media, which is expected to play a huge role in a country where the majority of the population is composed of youth. Indeed, many of these voters will be first time voters and if other elections are a guide it will be almost impossible to predict their allegiances.
Recent elections in Kenya have been marked by a great deal of ethnic tension and violence. Kenyatta and the Vice President were both charged for crimes against humanity after the post-election violence in 2007-8 which seemed to suggest that the opposition leader Raila Odinga had been denied the election through fraudulent means. The International Criminal Court eventually cleared Kenyatta and others on the basis of insufficient evidence. Nevertheless, the question of legitimacy and violence has loomed over elections since then. Most recently, Raila Odinga has again claimed that the August elections are being rigged with the Kenyan Defence forces being trained to quell challenges and ensure a Kenyatta victory.
The August 2017 elections are bound to produce significant changes. They are largely the result of the 2010 Kenyan Constitution that introduced a system of devolution that has radically altered the axis of power. The position of Governor is now highly coveted -because devolution ensures that significant resources and power are now located there. As Jeffrey Steeves has noted, this shift entails a shift amongst the political elites that have largely operated at the national level. In the new configuration of power, political elites now have to pay attention to county governments and especially, the County Governor, whose power and influence now exceeds that of the traditional MP as well as that of Senator (Steeves, 2017) .
Nevertheless, Kenyan politics have always been dominated by ethnic considerations and alliances. It is unlikely that this will change in August. However, politics has changed rapidly with election manifestos and broader economic questions gaining increasing salience. In the last election, for the very first time, Presidential election debates were introduced. There is little doubt that these will play a critical role this time around. At the time of writing, the opposition leader Raila Odinga had closed the gap in the major polls to within five percentage points. No doubt these presidential elections will be fought intensely with the competition for control of Parliament equally important. There are two factors that make this election highly unpredictable. First, is the use of social media and the use of data analytics to influence an increasingly sophisticated polity and second, the wide acknowledgement that devolution has altered the political landscape. Indeed, these elections will be marked by close attention being paid to the gubernatorial contests that have seen the axis of power shift considerably in Kenya with Governors entrenching their power and delivering development at the grassroots. The devolution of power is also an area of future tensions. Kenya has largely been a centralist system of government and devolution goes against the kind of power that Presidents and their political parties are used to wielding. The 2017 elections are an important test of whether the politics of corruption that pervades the system can be altered by an electorate that might challenge the prevailing orthodoxy as in the case of the election of President Trump and the Brexit referendum.
